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Summary 

Federal advisory committees allow members of the public to formally provide advice and 
recommendations to the executive branch of the federal government. These advisory committees, 
of which about 1,000 operate at any given time, provide advice and recommendations on issues 
ranging from how to support trade goals of small and minority-owned businesses to which drugs 
best treat arthritis pain. Many federal advisory committees are required to operate pursuant to the 
open meetings and records access requirements of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA). 

Advisory committees are established for a number of reasons, including to acquire new ideas 
from outside experts, remove certain controversial topics from politically charged arenas, and to 
help reduce the workload of Members of Congress. 

Congress has an important role in the establishment of federal advisory committees. Of the active 
federal advisory committees in FY2014, 705 (71.3%) were required or authorized by Congress — 
515(52.1%) of which were required by statute while 190(1 9.2%) were authorized, but not 
required, by statute. Other federal advisory committees were established by executive branch 
agencies or the President. 

A committee’s establishment and mandate, membership requirements, powers, funding, and 
termination are some of the many components that Congress may consider when establishing an 
advisory committee. 

This report provides a brief overview on how Congress can establish federal advisory 
committees, and provides some considerations as to why a federal advisory committee may or 
may not be an appropriate mechanism for a particular policy or funding question. It presents data 
on the number of active committees established by Congress with special emphasis on the 
committees established in FY2014. This report concludes by presenting a list of the federal 
advisory committees currently proposed for establishment in legislation in the 114 th Congress. 
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Introduction 

Congress, Presidents, and executive branch agencies use federal advisory committees to gain 
expertise and policy advice from individuals outside the federal government. Federal advisory 
committees are created to bring together various experts — often with divergent opinions and 
political backgrounds — to examine an issue and recommend statutory, regulatory, or other policy 
actions. Federal advisory committees are one of only a few formalized mechanisms for private- 
sector citizens to participate in the federal policymaking process. FACA committees are prohibited 
from creating policy or issuing regulations . 1 Their role is to remain strictly advisory. 

Federal advisory committees can be called task forces, panels, commissions, working groups, 
boards, councils, conferences or other titles . 2 Many of them are required to operate pursuant to 
the requirements of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA), which was enacted to make 
executive branch advisory committee operations more accessible and transparent . 3 For example, 
FACA requires all applicable advisory committees to file a charter prior to their operation. The 
charter is required to include the committee’s objectives, the support agency, the committee’s 
duties, the estimated operating costs, the estimated number of committee meetings, and the 
anticipated termination date, and other information. Additionally, all advisory committee 
meetings that are subject to FACA are presumed to be open to the public, with certain specified 
exceptions . 4 Adequate notice of meetings must be published in advance in the Federal Register. 
Subject to certain records protections provided in the Freedom of Information Act, all papers, 
records, and minutes of meetings must be made available for public inspection. Membership 
must be “fairly balanced in terms of the points of view represented and the functions to be 
performed,” and the committee should “not be inappropriately influenced by the appointing 
authority or by any special interest .” 5 

As noted above, federal advisory committees can be established either by Congress, the President, 
or an agency head. Congress has the power to establish a committee in two ways. First, Congress 
can specifically mandate that the committee be established by law. Second, Congress can 
authorize the establishment of a committee, but it is up to the designated agency to decide 
whether to create it. Congress may decide to establish a federal advisory committee for a variety 
of reasons, among them 

• to allow the federal government to collect the experts on a particularly technical 
or scientific topic in one location to debate the best policy outcomes; 



1 A FACA committee is a federal advisory committee that is required to operate pursuant to the requirements of the 
Federal Advisory Committee Act. Congress may establish committees that operate outside of FACA’s transparency 
requirements. Committees that are not FACA committees may be more difficult to track and are not included in the 
General Services Administration’s FACA Database, which provides aggregated information about the operations and 
costs of all FACA committees. 

2 U.S. President, “Prescribing Regulations for the Formation and use of Advisory Committees,” 27 Federal Register 
1875, February 26, 1962. 

3 5 U.S.C. (FACA) Appendix. For more information on FACA and the operations of federal advisory committees, see 
CRS Report R40520, Federal Advisory Committees: An Overview, by Wendy Ginsberg. See also the General Services 
Administration Committee Management Secretariat, “FACA Brochure,” at http://www.gsa.gov/portal/content/101010. 

4 Pursuant to 5 U.S.C. (FACA) Appendix § 10(d), the President or the head of the affiliated agency may determine that 
certain meetings may be closed to the public. National security, personal privacy, and trade secrets are among the 
reasons a FACA committee meeting might be closed to the public. 

5 5 U.S.C. (FACA) Appendix §5(2). 
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• to ensure that appropriate stakeholders of a particular policy arena have the 
opportunity to voice their opinion to policymakers; 

• to attempt to remove a controversial policy option or funding decision from a 
highly charged political arena; or 

• to reduce congressional or executive branch workloads. 

This report provides information on Congress’s role in creating federal advisory committees 
pursuant to FACA. Additionally, this report can assist Members and staff when they are deciding 
whether a federal advisory committee is the appropriate mechanism to assist in policymaking, 
grantmaking, or other arenas in which nonfederal expert advice could assist. Finally, this report 
provides analysis of some primary components of federal advisory committee design, including 
examples of federal advisory committee structure and operations. 

Why Establish a Federal Advisory Committee? 

Federal advisory committees can be established for a variety of reasons. Many of FACA’s 
provisions were intended to provide an “opportunity for the public to learn either about 
[committee] deliberations and recommendations or about the information on which [committees] 
base those recommendations .” 6 FACA committees, therefore, can be especially helpful in policy 
arenas where public access to and participation in debates and discussions are as important as (or, 
possibly more important than) policy recommendations. 

In an examination of advisory commissions established by presidential directive, one scholar 
stated that these advisory commissions have traditionally allowed a President to 

deflect blame, buy time, and give the appearance of action on issues that are too politically 
charged, too difficult, to solve . 7 

The same study noted that commissions 

are used by presidents to garner greater public support for a policy to which the president is 
already committed; show symbolic concern over a situation at the highest level of 
government; establish a fact base for others to use; respond to crises; deflect political heat 
from the president and allow passions to cool when issues become explosive; overcome the 
“stovepipes” and parochial thinking of the permanent bureaucracy; gather more information 
about a problem and its policy alternatives; forge consensus among the interests represented 
on the commission itself; and change the hearts and minds of men . 8 

The study attempted to group commissions into three categories: agenda commissions, which aim 
to attract support and attention to presidential policy initiatives; information commissions, which 
are designed to give “new ideas, new facts, and new analysis to policymakers”; and political 



6 U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Government Operations, The Federal Advisory Committee Act, report to 
accompany S. 3529, 92 nd Cong., 2 nd sess., September 7, 1972, S.Rept. 92-1098 (Washington: GPO, 1972), p. 6. The 
report continued: “The lack of public scrutiny of the activities of advisory committees was found to pose the danger 
that subjective influence not in the public interest could be exerted on the Federal decisionmakers.” 

7 Amy B. Zegart, “Blue Ribbons, Black Boxes: Toward a Better Understanding of Presidential Commissions,” Political 
Studies Quarterly, vol. 34, no. 2 (June 2004), p. 372. Zegart specifically refers to commissions established by Congress 
or presidential directive that include at least one member who is of the general public. Generally, these commissions 
appear to qualify as FACA committees, but some commissions in her analysis were established and operated prior to 
FACA’s enactment. Nonetheless, Zegart findings appear to apply to FACA committees established by presidential 
directive, as well as those established by agency heads and Members of Congress. 

8 Ibid. 
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